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BAUCUS
COLLOQUY BETWEEN SENATORS HATFIELD AND BAUCUS
Senator Baucus:
Mr. President, the conference report we are considering
today makes dramatic cuts in the Essential Air Service program.
In fact, the program will see an almost 30% cut in funding this
year -- from over $30 million last year to $22.6 million this
year. The statutory language of the conference report maintains
the eligibility of EAS communities nationwide -- the same number
of communities that are eligible today will remain eligible next
year.
Therefore, we have a situation where the same number of
communities are eligible for EAS funding, yet far fewer dollars
are available for the program.
Mr. President, while I remain very concerned with the
funding reduction for the EAS program, I am more concerned with
language included in the statement of manager's report.
Language included in the statement of manager's report makes
it clear that all'communities eligible for EAS funding in FY 1995
remain eligible in FY 1996. However, the language continues on
to say that the Department "may be required to make pro-rata
reductions in the subsidy or daily/weekly service levels" in.
order to meet the reduced funding level. In other words, the,
only discretion the Department has in meeting these funding
reductions is an across-the-board reduction in the level of air
service to EAS communities.
This language ties the hands of the Department of
Transportation. The statement of managers language is being
interpreted to be the only solution available in meeting the
reduction in funding.
Mr. President, the purpose of the Essential Air Service
program is to provide air service to rural, isolated communities.
In my home state of Montana, our seven EAS communities are
isolated. They are over 600 miles from a medium or large hub
airport. A reduction in air service to these communities would
be a real economic blow and would further isolate these folks.
I would ask my friend, the Chairman of the Appropriations
Committee, if the intent of the conferees was to give the
Secretary the discretion to determine the type of program that
should exist with $22.6 million in funding -- and the intent was
not to place one option above another? There may be other ways
to reach this funding level without an across-the-board reduction
in the level of service and the Secretary should have the ability
to make decisions that would maintain the integrity of the EAS
program in the future.
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Senator Hatfield:
Mr. President, I would say to my friend, that the intent of
the conferees was to continue to maintain the current eligibility
criteria for the Essential Air Service program. However, the
decision on how the program should be structured with a reduced
funding level should be left to the discretion of the Secretary.
Senator Baucus:
Mr. President, I thank my friend. The Senator from Oregon
understands the important role that reliable air service plays in
states like Montana and I appreciate his efforts to preserve this
program.
At a time when life in rural America is becoming
increasingly difficult, reliable air service is a vital link in
our transportation network. The Essential Air Service program is
just that -- it is essential and its integrity should be
maintained.
I thank my friend again and I yield the floor.
